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Abstract
Audio Description for film and television is a pre-recorded track that uses verbal descriptions 
to provide information on visual aspects of a film or TV programme. In the UK, it is currently 
the only accessibility strategy available for visually impaired audiences and although it provides 
access to a large number of people, its shortcomings also fail to engage others in audiovisual 
experiences. The Enhancing Audio Description project explores how digital audio technologies 
can be applied to the creation of alternatives to Audio Description with the aim of personalising 
access strategies. Such personalisation would allow users to select the method utilised to access 
audiovisual experiences, by having choices that include traditional forms of accessibility as well 
as sound design–based methods. The present article analyses the results of a survey and focus 
groups in which visually impaired participants discussed the advantages and disadvantages of AD 
and it demonstrates not only the diversity of experiences and needs of visually impaired groups 
but also their eagerness for change.
Keywords
Accessibility, Audio Description, audio technologies, film, sound design, visual impairment
Introduction
Questions on accessibility are crucial as sight loss affects approximately 2 million people in the 
UK and estimations indicate that this number will increase to 4 million by 2050 (Bosanquet & 
Corresponding author:
Mariana Lopez, Department of Theatre, Film and Television, University of York, Baird Lane, Heslington East, York 
YO10 5GB, UK. 
Email: mariana.lopez@york.ac.uk
794750 JVI0010.1177/0264619618794750British Journal of Visual ImpairmentLopez et al.
research-article2018
Research Article
2 British Journal of Visual Impairment 00(0)
Mehta, 2008). Significantly, 87% of visually impaired people access audiovisual entertainment 
such as film and television on a regular basis (Douglas, Corcoran, & Pavey, 2006). Currently, the 
only existing accessibility system for visually impaired people wanting to watch film and televi-
sion is Audio Description (AD), which is a pre-recorded audio commentary that provides informa-
tion that clarifies the narrative, such as descriptions of actions, gestures, and places.
This article discusses the results of a survey and focus groups conducted in the context of the 
Enhancing Audio Description project, to determine design strategies that could be implemented for 
the creation of an alternative to AD, which some users might prefer over traditional methods and 
whose purpose is to tackle aspects of AD identified by users as problematic.
AD for visually impaired film and TV audiences
In 2003, in the UK, the Communications Act dictated that broadcasters had to ensure 10% of their 
programming had AD, with the BBC, Channel 4, ITV, and Sky committed to including AD in at 
least 20% of their content (Rai, 2011). During the same year, the provision of AD in the UK was 
increased with the funding provided by the UK Film Council to 78 cinemas in England, (Greening 
& Rolph, 2007) and nowadays 40% of the cinemas in the country include AD services (Rai, 2011). 
For home entertainment, around 500 DVD/Blu-ray titles include an AD track (World Blind Union, 
2011). The Authority for Television On Demand (ATVOD) and the Office of Communications 
(Ofcom) reports indicate the increase in the amount of AD on both, broadcast services and on-
demand programme services (ODPS), however progress of ODPS is lagging behind (Ofcom, 
2017). The Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB, n.d.) in partnership with MovieReading 
have developed and trialled a mobile application designed to overcome some of these limitations. 
Through this app, users can download their required AD track and play it while watching the media 
content in question. The app then synchronises the AD track to the original soundtrack, allowing 
users to access the audio described version of the film (Rai, 2015).
The main strength of AD is its potential to allow visually impaired audiences to construct a 
story that is alike the one experienced by sighted people (Remael, 2012). AD users find TV pro-
grammes more interesting, informative, and enjoyable, while also experiencing an increase in 
confidence and self-esteem as they can discuss TV programmes without fear of having misinter-
preted the narrative or without the need of a sighted friend to describe the content (Schmeidler & 
Kirchner, 2011).
Despite the advantages of AD, the system does have some inherent problems. The main short-
coming is the fact that it is an accessibility measure outside the creative process involved in a film 
or TV production (Whitfield & Fels, 2013). As a result, although the describer is meant to provide 
information in an objective manner (Independent Television Commission [ITC], 2000), what she 
or he provides is her or his own interpretation of a particular piece (Udo & Fels, 2010). AD is not 
overseen by the director of the production (Udo & Fels, 2010), and as a result does not necessarily 
express the artistic vision of the piece (Whitfield & Fels, 2013). A further disadvantage of tradi-
tional AD practices is the focus on providing an experience that is as equally informative as the one 
offered to sighted audiences, but not necessarily equally entertaining (Udo & Fels, 2010). 
Furthermore, users of AD often complain about lack of intelligibility related to loudness, the com-
plexity of the soundtrack, and the audio mix (Remael, 2012). Last but not least, AD follows a ‘one 
fits all’ model that disregards current research on its success being affected by expectations, needs, 
and experience (ITC, 2000).
It is worth noting that recent research in the field of accessibility has focused on analysing the 
effectiveness of forms of description that embrace subjectivity. Szarkowska (2013) investigated 
the use of such methods in the context of auteur films, in particular in relation to the work of Pedro 
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Almodóvar. Szarkowska created a format called ‘auteur description’ which seeks to incorporate 
the unique marks of a director’s work to the description process using the script of the film, inter-
views with the director, and film reviews.
Similarly, Walczak and Fryer (2017) investigated the effectiveness of Creative Audio Description 
(CRD), which incorporates filmic language and subjective information on characters, actions, and 
scenes. They demonstrated that when applied to naturalistic drama, the use of CRD had an impact 
on the emotional reception of a film, creating a greater sense of immersion, when compared to the 
traditional AD.
Furthermore, Branson (2017) has been conducting practice-based research on the creation of 
AD scripts that are the product of a collaboration between filmmakers and accessibility experts, 
with the intention of bridging the gap between the two and creating an end product that is more 
appealing to visually impaired audiences.
As will be seen in the section below, research in other fields linked to accessibility has also 
demonstrated the potential of applying techniques based on sound design strategies to provide 
access for visually impaired audiences.
Sound design and accessibility
AD guidelines have failed to acknowledge how advancements in digital audio production and 
reproduction could be game-changers in the process of conveying information as well as providing 
an entertaining experience to visually impaired audiences. The film and TV industries have also 
been slow in embracing the potential of sound design to foster inclusivity as well as provide new 
creative challenges. This section discusses creative practices in the fields of audio films and audio 
games which are applied with the aim of embracing inclusivity. Such innovations are studied to 
shed light on how they could be applied to accessibility in film and television.
Audio films
Previous research explored the design of audio films, a format of sonic art that eliminates the need 
for visual elements and a describer, by providing information through sound, sound processing, 
and spatialisation (Lopez, 2015; Lopez & Pauletto, 2009a, 2009b, 2010). Sound effects are used 
both to represent actions and as soundmarks to help the listeners identify the different spaces in the 
narrative (Schafer, 1994). Artificial reverberation (i.e., the simulation of the acoustics of a space) 
is employed to provide each space with a characteristic sound while spatial audio (6.1 surround 
sound) is used to suggest the layout of the spaces as well as indicate the movement of the charac-
ters. A pilot study with visually impaired volunteers has demonstrated the viability of this format 
as well as the need for further research (Lopez, 2015).
Audio games
The field of electronic audio games, that is, games in which audio is the main way of communica-
tion and entertainment, is at the forefront of developments in the use of sound design for accessibil-
ity, while also incorporating notions of inclusivity from the start of the design process. These audio 
games fuse together narration (either through voice over, dialogues, or a combination of both), real 
and abstract-sound effects, and diegetic and non-diegetic sounds. Atmos tracks are used to indicate 
geographical locations and music is used to set the tone of each game. Furthermore, binaural audio, 
which is used extensively in audio games (Drossos, Zormpas, Giannakopoulos, & Floros, 2015), 
helps the player locate objects relying on her or his hearing. Binaural audio refers to the use of 
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novel signal processing algorithms to deliver the correct auditory cues to the ears via headphones 
such that the cognitive processes for sound localisation are tricked into thinking that the sound is 
localised outside of the head and at an accurate position in three-dimensional (3D) space (Kearney, 
2016; Kearney, Masterson, Adams, & Boland, 2009; Masterson, Kearney, Gorzel, & Boland, 
2012). Audio games also use volume automation, that is, real-time changes in audio levels to give 
a sense of the distance of the playable character to an object or person. Audio games also use reverb 
to indicate a change in the environment as well as auditory/sonic displays, which are recognisable 
sounds that give information to the user (Drossos et al., 2015).
The Enhancing Audio Description project
Enhancing Audio Description is a research project funded by the UK Arts and Humanities Research 
Council (AHRC), which explores the use of digital technologies to transform the design and imple-
mentation of AD for film and television and as a result, change the ways in which visually impaired 
audiences experience audiovisual presentations. The project investigates ways in which AD can be 
updated through digital technologies to provide both an informative and entertaining experience. 
Moreover, by incorporating issues of accessibility into film and television workflows, the aim is to 
provide an audio track that is closer to the artist’s vision and can be shared by audiences regardless 
of their sight condition. At the centre of Enhancing Audio Description is the belief that disabilities 
should not limit the options on how to experience audiovisual media and that the diversity of pref-
erences by visually impaired people cannot be reduced to one accessibility method, but on the 
contrary requires a user-centred personalised method that allows audiences to make choices on 
access strategies.
User-centred design
The first stage of the project was focused on collecting data on the present and future of AD through 
a survey completed by 127 people with sight loss (49% blind, 27% blind with residual vision, and 
24% partially sighted; 47% of participants indicated congenital sight loss and 54% acquired sight 
loss – it was the participants themselves who ascertained their sight loss). The comparison of our 
sample population to the data held by RNIB in relation to registrations of sight loss in England 
demonstrated that 49% of blind participants are representative of the 48% of blind registrations for 
England. In relation to age groups, it was found that the 65+ group is under-represented in our sam-
ple when compared to the national data. However, we do not consider this difference problematic 
for our survey as our aim was to collect data from a variety of age groups (see Table 1) to determine 
how new technologies might appeal to different groups. Visually impaired volunteers were invited 
to participate through gatekeepers in the form of charities that included RNIB, Cam Sight, and the 
York Blind & Partially Sighted Society, among many others. In addition to this, we also recruited 
participants through social media as well as through our attendance to the Dialogue Beyond Sight 
Table 1. Percentage of survey participants per age group.
Sight condition Age group
15–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65+
Visually impaired 6% 13% 19% 15% 25% 22%
Sighted 30% 24% 19% 18% 6% 2%
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Exhibition (London, 2016) and through news items in Talking Newspapers. The survey was avail-
able online, over the phone, and as a hard copy to accommodate as many people with different 
access to technology as possible. Data was collected from May to August 2016.
The survey included questions on Access to AD at Home, Access to AD at the Cinema, User 
Experience, User Preference, and The Future of AD. With the aim of comparing the film and televi-
sion habits of visually impaired people with those of sighted people, a parallel survey was con-
ducted in February 2017 with 109 sighted volunteers. All of those surveys were conducted online 
and distributed through social media and mailing lists. In our data analysis, we considered that 
results were significant in relation to a p value of .05. Results were analysed using a combination 
of descriptive statistics together with binomial and chi-square tests.
Access to AD at home. Use of AD at home was reported by 78% of visually impaired participants. 
When comparing across age groups, the data demonstrated that the choice of ‘Yes’ was signifi-
cantly higher for all groups from 35–65+ when compared to the group of under 24s (see Table 2). 
When comparing responses across the groups depending on the type of sight loss (partially sighted, 
blind with residual vision, and blind) (see Table 3), we found that ‘Yes’ responses for the residual 
vision and blind groups were significantly higher than for the group with partial sight, indicating 
that the greater the sight loss, the greater the need for AD services. Following that trend, the blind 
participants’ responses for ‘Yes’ were also significantly higher than those from the group with 
residual vision. The majority of participants watch 2–8 hrs of audio-described television and 
1–8 hrs of non-described TV on average in a week. Responses indicated that this is dependent on 
the number of film and TV items that include AD as well as the ease or difficulty in activating the 
accessibility features.
The most popular way of accessing film and television at home for visually impaired partici-
pants was identified as Freeview (43%, see Table 4). Responses under the ‘Other’ category 
include a combination of the different options given as well as mentioning Virgin Media, cable 
in general, YouTube, Internet, BT Vision, and Apple TV. The comparison of viewing habits 
between the visually impaired and the sighted groups demonstrated that the choices of Freeview, 
Satellite, and Other were significantly higher for the visually impaired participants, whereas the 
Table 2. AD use at home in relation to age.
Use of AD at home Percentage of visually impaired participants
<24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65+
Yes 3.15 10.24 14.96 12.60 18.11 18.90
No 2.36 1.57 3.940 0.79 4.72 1.57
Other 0 1.57 0 1.57 2.36 1.57
Table 3. AD use at home in relation to type of sight loss.
Use of AD Percentage of visually impaired participants
Partially sighted Blind with residual vision Blind
Yes 10.24 22.83 44.88
No 12.6 0 2.36
Other 1.6 3.94 1.57
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Table 4. Film and TV access at home.
Access Percentage of participants
VI Sighted
Freeview 43.31 20.2
DVDs/Blu-rays 2.36 6.4
On-demand 14.96 54.1
Satellite 22.05 11.9
Other 17.32 7.3
choice of on-demand was significantly higher for sighted participants. A highlighted issue for 
not using on-demand services was due to accessibility issues, such as problems accessing menus 
and difficulty navigating websites. There seems to be a desire to use these services but lack of 
information on how to use them as well as problems accessing them. Furthermore, data also 
demonstrated that among visually impaired audiences, younger age groups tended to consume 
on-demand programmes more often.
Access problems for on-demand services could be due to the fact that the most accessible plat-
form is a browser run on a computer, which is not ideal as most users would prefer ‘living room’ 
platforms for ease-of-use (Ofcom, 2016). ATVOD/Ofcom identified only 6% of ODPS providers 
as including AD (Ofcom, 2016). It is important to catch up with access services on ODPS as they 
are becoming more and more popular and therefore play an important role in enabling inclusion 
and participation in cultural and social life. The 2015 ATVOD report highlights that certain pro-
grammes when broadcast live have AD, but not when accessed on ODPS. The reason for ODPS 
being less accessible than live programmes on TV channels is complex. First, ODPS are not regu-
lated in the same way as broadcast channels. Broadcast channels must provide a certain proportion 
of their programmes with AD; however, there are no current statutory obligations in this respect on 
ODPS. This means that Ofcom can only encourage development. Second, there is no standardised 
technology for ODPS (Ofcom, 2015a, b). Many times the access material provided by content 
providers (e.g., Channel 4, Discovery, ITV, and BBC) needs to be edited, converted into different 
formats to be implementable by the platform operators (e.g., Virgin, Sky, Youview, and game con-
soles). Unfortunately, there is poor communication between the content providers and the platform 
operators. Some platform operators commented on having technology available for access services 
but not receiving access material from the content providers, whereas the content providers believe 
platform operators are not interested in receiving the content in different formats.
The most popular form of on-demand service with visually impaired people was BBC iPlayer 
as this choice was significantly higher than all the other options provided (see Table 5 and 
Figure 1). The popularity of BBC iPlayer might be due to its longer history (Hassell, 2009). 
Other services mentioned included Virgin media catch-up, ITV Hub, YouTube, Five on Demand, 
and iTunes. When comparing the use of different on-demand services between groups of visu-
ally impaired and sighted participants, we found significant differences in relation to the use of 
Amazon Prime, Netflix, and Other. In relation to Amazon Prime and Netflix, its use was signifi-
cantly higher for sighted participants than visually impaired, whether the Other category was 
significantly higher for the group of visually impaired volunteers. When comparing within age 
groups of visually impaired participants, significant differences were only found in relation to 
the use of 4oD. The use of 4oD was significantly higher in the 35–44 and 55–64 age groups 
when compared to the <24.
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It is interesting to point out that there are no significant differences between the responses for 
‘Yes’ (37.01%) and ‘No’ (29.92%) regarding the use of AD in on-demand services, indicating that 
its use is divided. Reasons for not using it included the limited availability and the difficulty in 
accessing it due to overly complicated interfaces. When analysing data across age groups, only the 
N/A category had significant differences among age groups, and it was the ‘65+’ age group that 
had responses for this category that were significantly higher than those for the <24–34 age group. 
The group of blind volunteers’ responses for ‘Yes’ were significantly higher than the responses for 
the other sight loss groups.
The survey responses indicated limited use of DVD/Blu-rays by both sighted and visually 
impaired participants, indicating that the limited use might have more to do with habits than with 
accessibility. Regarding the use of AD on DVDs/Blu-rays, responses for ‘Yes’ (48.82%) were not 
significantly higher than responses for ‘No’ (37.8%). When asked about the use of AD on DVDs/
Blu-rays, we came across the same challenges mentioned in relation to on-demand services: the 
fact that the digital menu to access the AD track is not accessible and such difficulty hinders 
independence.
Table 5. Comparison of use of different on-demand providers.
AD provider Percentage of responses – visually 
impaired participants
Percentage of responses – sighted 
participants
Amazon Prime 5 16.1
BBC iPlayer 31.6 25.2
Channel4oD 16.2 14.4
Mubi 0.4 1.3
Netflix 14.2 25.6
NowTV 2.4 4.9
Sky 7.5 7.9
Other 13.8 4.6
None 8.3 −
AmzPrm BBCiPl C4OnDm  Mubi Netflx NowTV   Sky Other  None 
Service
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Figure 1. Use of on-demand providers by visually impaired survey participants.
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When it came to listening habits at home, both visually impaired and sighted groups had in com-
mon that the use of speakers included in the television was significantly higher than the other choices 
(see Table 6), which might be the reason for some of the known issues with speech intelligibility 
(Mapp, 2016). When analysing listening habits at home between visually impaired and sighted par-
ticipants, we found no significant differences between the groups. Under ‘Others’ category, the visu-
ally impaired participants mentioned speakers on mobile devices and external speakers attached to 
a computer. Sighted participants mentioned 5.1 surround sound system; soundbar; iPad or IMac 
internal speakers, laptop speakers, and Google home smart voice assistant.
When comparing across age groups of visually impaired participants, there was only a signifi-
cant difference in relation to the use of TV speakers, in which the use by the <24 group was signifi-
cantly lower than the groups between 35 and 65+, and the choice was significantly lower for the 
25–34 group when compared to the groups between 55 and 65+ (see Table 7). Blind participants 
reported significantly higher use of external speakers than partially sighted participants, which 
could be due to a greater reliance on the audio channel of audiovisual programmes (see Figure 2).
Following up from the question on listening habits, we asked about their experience of surround 
sound (see Table 8). The majority of our visually impaired participants have only ever experienced 
surround sound at the cinema (this choice was significantly higher than all the other alternatives) 
and the same is true for the group of sighted participants.
When comparing responses across the groups of visually impaired and sighted participants, the 
only significant differences were in responses for ‘Never’ and ‘Other’, with both being significantly 
higher for the group of visually impaired participants. When comparing results across groups with 
different types of sight loss, there was only a significant difference in relation to the choice of ‘Friend/
Relative’s house’ with responses being significantly higher for the group of blind participants when 
compared to the partially sighted and blind with residual vision participants (see Table 9).
Access to AD at the cinema. The majority of responses from visually impaired participants indicated 
that they had not been to the cinema in the last year. The only significant difference between 
sighted and visually impaired participants was in relation to the choice of ‘None’, which visually 
impaired participants chose significantly more times (see Table 10).
Table 6. Comparison of listening habits between visually impaired and sighted people.
Listening habits at home Percentage of responses – visually 
impaired participants
Percentage of responses 
– sighted participants
Headphones 13 12.8
Speakers included with the television 62 60.6
External speakers 20 21.1
Other 5 5.5
Table 7. Comparison of listening habits in relation to age groups.
Listening habits at home Percentage of responses – visually impaired participants
<24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65+
Headphones 2.36 1.57 4.72 2.36 1.57 0
Speakers included with the TV 2.36 5.51 11.81 10.24 14.96 17.32
External speakers 0.79 5.51 1.57 2.36 6.3 3.94
Other 0 0.79 0.79 0 2.36 0.79
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When comparing responses within the group of visually impaired volunteers across age 
groups, significant differences were only found in relation to the ‘None’ response, for which the 
responses of the under 24s were significantly lower than for the groups from 45 to 65+ (see 
Table 11). When comparing answers across groups with different types of sight loss, we found 
Listening system, by sight loss type, N = 127
        All groups             Partially sighted    Blind with residual vision           Blind          
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Figure 2. Comparison of listening habits in relation to type of sight loss.
Table 8. Comparison of experiences of surround sound.
Experience of surround sound Percentage of responses – 
visually impaired participants
Percentage of responses – 
sighted participants
I have never experienced it 23.6 10.1
I have experienced it at the cinema 39.4 62.4
I have experienced it at a friend/
relative’s house
9.4 6.4
I have experienced it as part of a 
research study
3.9 1.8
I have a surround sound setup at home 11.8 15.6
Other 11.8 3.7
Table 9. Comparison of experiences of surround sound.
Experience of surround sound Percentage of responses – visually impaired participants
Partially sighted Blind with residual vision Blind
Never 3.94 9.45 10.24
Cinema 16.54 11.02 17.32
Friend/relative’s house 0.79 1.57 7.87
Part of research study 0 0 3.94
In my own home 3.15 4.72 8.66
Other 0 0 0.79
10 British Journal of Visual Impairment 00(0)
significant differences only in relation to the responses for ‘None’ and ‘1–2’ (see Table 12). For 
the former, the group of blind participants had significantly higher responses than the other two 
groups and the group of participants who were blind with residual vision had significantly higher 
responses than the partially sighted group. For the responses ‘1–2’, both the partially sighted and 
blind groups had answers significantly higher than the group that had residual vision.
When considering the number of films attended at the cinema that supported AD, there were no 
significant differences between ‘None of Them’ (28.3%) and ‘All of them’ (22%) but the choice of 
‘Other’ (49.6%) was significantly higher, however, it is worth noting that several responses under 
the ‘Other’ category included comments on not having been to the cinema in the last 12 months, 
not remembering, and choices between ‘None of them’ and ‘All of Them’. A recurring comment 
Table 10. Comparison of cinema attendance.
Cinema attendance in 
the last 12 months
Percentage of responses – visually 
impaired participants
Percentage of responses – sighted 
participants
None 33.86 5.5
1–2 19.69 15.6
2–4 18.11 28.4
4–8 14.96 27.5
8–16 7.87 12.8
>16 3.94 10.1
Other 1.57 n/a
Table 11. Comparison of cinema attendance in relation to age groups.
Cinema attendance in 
the last 12 months
Percentage of responses – visually impaired participants
<24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65+
None 0.79 2.36 5.51 7.87 8.66 8.66
1–2 1.57 3.94 3.94 1.57 4.72 3.94
2–4 0 3.15 4.72 2.36 4.72 3.15
4–8 2.36 1.57 1.57 2.36 3.15 3.94
8–16 0.79 0.79 1.57 0.79 3.15 0.79
>16 0 1.57 0.79 0 0.79 0.79
Other 0 0 0.79 0 0 0.79
Table 12. Comparison of cinema attendance in relation to type of sight loss.
Cinema attendance in the 
last 12 months
Percentage of responses – visually impaired participants
Partially sighted Blind with residual vision Blind
None 3.15 10.24 20.47
1–2 9.45 0.79 9.45
2–4 3.94 7.09 7.09
4–8 3.94 5.51 5.51
8–16 3.15 2.36 2.36
>16 0.79 0.79 2.36
Other 0 0 1.57
Lopez et al. 11
was that of faulty equipment and lack of availability. Furthermore, it is worth noting that there may 
be practical difficulties in attending cinema screenings and negative experiences due to faulty 
equipment and untrained staff. Moreover, the limited number of screenings available with AD 
present a barrier for visually impaired people wanting to engage with cinematic experiences.
User experience. The User Experience section of the survey presented volunteers with a grid 
including 23 statements as shown in Table 13, with choices of Strongly Disagree (SD), Disagree 
(D), Neither Agree nor Disagree (NAD), Agree (A), and Strongly Agree (SA). The statements 
explored in this section of the survey were also further investigated through a series of 8 focus 
groups conducted in York and in Cambridge (UK) with a total of 42 participants. The age of vol-
unteers varied from 21 to 93 years old. Furthermore, 48% of participants had acquired sight loss 
and 52% congenital sight loss. Moreover, 31% of the participants were blind, 48% blind with 
residual vision, and 21% partially sighted. The focus groups consisted of open discussions and 
brainstorming activities.
Balance of audio levels: statements 1, 6, and 15. The answers to these statements show a spread 
of opinions on the balance of audio levels between the original soundtrack and the AD track. 
Statement 1 indicates that 46% of the participants found the balance satisfactory, but when analys-
ing the opposing statement (no.15), although ‘Disagree’ represents the majority of the responses 
(38%, and significantly higher than ‘Agree’ and ‘Strongly Agree’), there are no significant differ-
ences between ‘Neither Agree nor Disagree’ and ‘Disagree’ or ‘Agree’. Regarding Statement 6, the 
most popular choice was Agree (36%) but there are no significant differences between ‘Disagree’–
‘Neither Agree nor Disagree’; ‘Disagree’–‘Agree’; and ‘Neither Agree nor Disagree’–‘Agree’. 
Furthermore, it could also be argued that the combination of ‘Strongly Disagree’, ‘Disagree’, and 
‘Neither Agree nor Disagree’ totals 56%. Therefore, results indicate a clear division in opinions.
Diversity: statements 2 and 17. Data showed that 78% of participants believed that AD should 
consider differences in audiences and preferences, however, when asked whether AD should be 
a uniform system regardless of the target audiences, opinions were divided. These contradictory 
responses are likely the cause of a belief that applying personalised technology to the accessibility 
sector is not possible or businesses will not invest in such systems. Comments from focus groups 
seem to support these contradictory statements:
‘. . . you’re going to find different people are going to want different ways of audio description . . . because 
they are different . . . we all got visual impairment problems . . . but our preferences will be different’.
‘And we all have different levels of sight loss . . . Our needs are different’.
Social dimensions: statements 3, 8, 11, 14, 16, and 19. The responses to these statements hint at 
issues on social inclusivity and accessibility but they also indicate divided opinions which might 
be a consequence of personal friend and family circumstances.
Engagement: statements 4 and 12. 71% of participants disagreed or strongly disagreed with 
the statement on AD distracting them, and, in line with this choice, 86% felt AD makes them feel 
engaged with the film or TV programme.
Sound reproduction system: statements 5 and 13. 45% of volunteers were neutral regarding 
the use of headphones in the cinema but the idea of playing back the accessible version of the 
soundtrack through loudspeakers received divided opinions.
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Table 13. Matrix on user experience.
Statement SD (%) D (%) NAD (%) A (%) SA (%)
 1.  The balance of levels between the original soundtrack 
and the Audio Description is generally satisfactory.
4 23 19 46 7
 2.  Audio Description should cater for a variety of 
audiences and preferences.
0 1 10 38 50
 3.  My family and friends do not mind listening to the 
Audio Description.
12 24 24 26 15
 4.  Audio Description distracts me from the film and 
television programme
40 31 19 8 2
 5.  I enjoy using headphones for AD at the cinema. 5 15 45 23 12
 6.  Audio Description masks elements in the original 
soundtrack I would like to hear more clearly.
7 25 24 36 8
 7.  With Audio Description I feel like I am getting an 
objective rendition of the film so I can experience the 
same than my sighted friends and family.
1 5 20 43 31
 8.  My family and friends would prefer not to have to 
listen to the AD.
12 18 21 34 15
 9.  I would like AD to include information on specifically 
filmic elements.
19 39 19 18 6
10.  The sound quality of the AD track is generally 
satisfactory.
4 15 18 56 7
11.  I would like AD to be enjoyable to myself and my 
sighted friends and family members.
2 8 14 47 28
12.  AD helps me feel more engaged with the film and 
television programme.
1 2 11 28 58
13.  I would like the accessible version of films at the 
cinema to be available through loudspeakers instead of 
headphones.
22 33 25 13 8
14.  I do not mind if Audio Description is not something I 
can share with friends and family.
2 9 20 52 17
15.  The balance of levels between the original soundtrack 
and the AD is generally unsatisfactory.
5 38 27 23 8
16.  I often feel like I am putting my friends and family 
through AD.
10 30 24 25 11
17.  AD should be a uniform system regardless of target 
audience of the film and television show.
5 15 16 40 24
18.  With AD I feel like I am getting a secondhand 
experience influenced by the describer’s subjectivity.
14 34 28 21 2
19.  I often feel my family and friends do not mind listening 
to the AD track.
10 24 34 24 9
20.  I am not interested in AD including information on 
specifically filmic elements.
7 21 17 36 18
21.  The sound quality of the AD track is generally 
unsatisfactory.
11 47 23 15 4
22.  AD is a suitable method for accessibility of creative 
content.
0 1 15 59 24
23.  Alternatives to accessibility to creative content should 
be explored
0 5 27 50 18
Values in bold indicate the highest percentages per statement.
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Objectivity versus subjectivity: statements 7 and 18. When asked whether AD users felt they were 
receiving an objective rendition of the film, 43% agreed with the statement. Responses in relation 
to the subjectivity of AD were quite divided, 34% of participants disagreed but this choice was 
only significantly higher to ‘Strongly Disagree’ and ‘Strongly Agree’. It is interesting to note that 
the focus group data revealed some crucial information regarding this question that hinted at a lack 
of information available to users on how AD is created, as several users did not seem aware of the 
fact that the AD track is created by a company external to the production of the film. One of the 
volunteers said,
The thing you have to try to get out of literature or out of a film is the creative novelty the really new thing 
which the author is trying to say and that mustn’t be diluted by other people’s opinion of what they think 
it is because other people often give you a very partial view. You must go to the complexity if you possibly 
can of what the author and the different people involved in the film have been trying to project and then 
you get a much richer experience.
Another volunteer added ‘. . . you might as well just not even pay to go to the cinema and, you 
know, talk to a friend afterwards about what it was about . . . because you are not getting the real 
experience’.
Filmic elements: statements 9 and 20. Responses to these statements seem to indicate a lack of 
interest in the inclusion of filmic elements to AD services. Although the description of strictly cin-
ematic elements, such as camera angles, is discouraged in the Ofcom guidelines on AD (Ofcom, 
2015a, b), previous research by Fryer and Freeman (2012) on Cinematic AD has shown that users 
favoured the inclusion of filmic terms to the descriptions. Such preference is probably due to the 
fact that people with acquired blindness have access to visual memories and those with congenital 
blindness can find spatial and auditory equivalents that make such descriptions meaningful (Fryer 
& Freeman, 2012). Moreover, Cinematic AD allows for a greater level of independence than tra-
ditional AD as it allows users to deduce the effect of the images presented to them, the same way 
than a sighted person would (Fryer & Freeman, 2012). Such contradiction seems to imply that the 
inclusion of such elements needs to continue being researched in relation to the best ways in which 
they can be added, without having a negative impact on audiences.
Sound quality: statements 10 and 21. Responses to statements 10 and 21 demonstrated that the 
majority of AD users are satisfied with the sound quality of AD.
Suitability of methods: statements 22 and 23. When asked whether AD was a suitable method, 59% 
selected ‘Agree’, with the second most popular choice being ‘Strongly Agree’ (24%). However, 
50% also agreed that new alternatives should be explored, supporting the idea of personalisation.
User preference. The User Preference section was composed of two open-ended questions on the 
most liked and disliked features of AD.
Regarding the preferred features of AD, the mention of ‘Have access to information that would 
otherwise be missed’ was significantly higher than all other options (Table 14). The ‘Others’ cate-
gory included the quality of AD, not much being liked, an interest in cinematography, wanting to 
find out more, the commentators’ neutral tone, and the adaptation of AD to the source material. 
When studying whether these preferences varied depending on age group, we found that the choice 
of ‘Have access to information . . .’ was significantly higher for all age groups when compared to 
the age group of under 24s. The only other significant differences were related to the ‘Others’ 
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category, were responses from the 55–64 age group were significantly higher than those in the 
25–34 group. When considering responses in relation to participants’ type of visual impairment, we 
found significant differences only in the categories of ‘Have access to information . . .’ and ‘Others’. 
For the ‘Have access to information . . .’ category, the choice of this response was significantly 
higher for blind participants when compared to volunteers with other types of sight loss. Regarding 
the ‘Others’ category, partially sighted participants had significantly higher values than those blind 
with residual vision.
When asked about the least preferred features of AD, ‘Masking elements of the soundtrack’ was 
significantly higher than those for the categories ‘Social aspects’; ‘Headphones’, ‘Timing’, 
‘Delivery’, and ‘Nothing they dislike’ (Table 15). The mention of issues of balance of levels 
between AD and the original soundtrack was significantly higher than the mentions of ‘Social 
Aspects’, ‘Timing’, ‘Delivery’, and ‘Nothing they dislike’. Furthermore, the highest percentage of 
responses was under the ‘Other’ category indicating the diversity of preferences; choices for this 
category were significantly higher than choices for all other categories with the exception of 
‘Masking elements of the soundtrack’. The choice of ‘Masking elements of the soundtrack’ as a 
main source of dislike for AD is particularly relevant for the Enhancing Audio Description project 
which seeks to remedy this situation through the reduction of verbal descriptions.
The analysis of differences of responses among age groups indicated that significant differences 
were found in relation to ‘Levels’, ‘Amount of Description’, and ‘Others’. When focusing on the 
question of ‘Levels’, the lack of satisfaction was significantly higher for the 55–65+ groups when 
compared to the 15–24 group, as well as there being significant differences for the 65+ group 
compared to the 35–44 age group. This might have to do with an increase of hearing difficulties 
Table 14. Preferred features of AD listed in the responses.
Preferred features of AD Percentage of responses – visually 
impaired participants
Have access to information that would otherwise be missed 59
Equality/Inclusion 6
Independence 5
Increase of enjoyment and engagement 9
Availability/that it exists 4
Others 17
Table 15. Least preferred features of AD.
Least preferred features of AD Percentage of responses – visually impaired participants
Limited availability 10
Masking elements of the soundtrack 15
Levels 14
Amount of description 8
Social aspects 4
Headphones 7
Timing 7
Delivery 6
Nothing they dislike 4
Others 25
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with age. In relation to the ‘Amount of Description’, the choice of this category among the 55–64 
age group was significantly higher than for the 25–34 and 65+ groups. The ‘Others’ category was 
significantly higher in the 35–44 and 55–64 groups when compared to the 15–24 one.
In relation to ‘Masking elements’, the responses from the blind participants were significantly 
higher than those for the volunteers who are partially sighted. In relation to ‘Levels’, responses 
from the blind participants were significantly higher than those for the other groups. The category 
‘Others’ showed that responses from the blind group were significantly higher than the choice of 
this category by the blind with residual vision participants.
The future of AD. In this section of the survey, participants were asked to share their ‘wish list’ 
for the future of AD (see Table 16). The analysis demonstrated that the mention of ‘More widely 
available’ is significantly higher than the rest of the categories. Responses for ‘Quality’ were only 
significantly higher when compared to those of ‘Amount of Description’. The ‘Others’ category 
included comments on better quality headphones needed in cinemas as well as more discrete ear-
pieces (potentially people’s own ear pieces) in order for it to be less evident that someone was 
using AD.
In the category of ‘More widely available’, all age groups from 25–65+ have significantly 
higher number of responses when compared to the 15–24 group. When analysing results for the 
category ‘More widely available’, it was noted that the choice of this category was significantly 
higher for the group of blind participants when compared to those volunteers who are partially 
sighted or blind with residual vision. Wishes for the quality of AD to improve was mentioned a 
significantly higher number of times by blind participants when compared to the partially sighted 
group. Responses in relation to the interface indicated that groups of blind participants chose this 
for the future of AD a significantly higher number of times than the group of partially sighted 
participants.
Conclusion
The Enhancing Audio Description project explores how sound design techniques and spatial audio 
can be used to transform audiovisual experiences for visually impaired audiences, while also turn-
ing the AD soundtrack from a compliance exercise into an intrinsic part of the creative process. The 
first stage of this research placed the user at the centre by running a survey and focus groups with 
visually impaired volunteers, before starting any creative work.
The survey indicated that 78% of visually impaired participants use AD and that the greater the 
sight loss, the more they depend on access services. Furthermore, it is clear that accessing audio-
visual content is more often than not dependent on whether AD is available and how easy it is to 
Table 16. Wishes for the future of AD.
Future of AD Percentage of responses – visually impaired participants
More widely available 52
Quality 12
Part of the production 5
Interface 5
Amount of description 4
Personalised experience 9
Others 15
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activate accessibility features, for example, through digital menus. When compared to the results 
from a parallel survey conducted with sighted volunteers, it became evident that on-demand ser-
vices pose a problem for visually impaired audiences as data collected indicated that its use was 
significantly lower when compared to sighted volunteers. This is likely the result of only 6% of 
ODPS including AD as well as the complicated interfaces visually impaired users need to navigate 
to access the AD track.
Both sighted and visually impaired volunteers indicated that the most popular way of listening 
to audiovisual material was through speakers included in the television. Furthermore, although 
both groups indicated that their main access to surround sound is through going to the cinema, 
visually impaired participants are much more likely to have never experienced spatialised audio, 
and as a result, are less exposed to the ways in which high-quality audio can benefit the listening 
experience.
The survey also demonstrated that issues with accessibility were disinclining visually impaired 
people from going to the cinema as the percentage of participants who had not attended the cinema 
in the last 12 months was significantly higher when compared to the statistics for the sighted group. 
Furthermore, not going to the cinema was particularly common in visually impaired people over 
45 years as well as those who are blind.
Questions on user experience both posed as part of the survey and through focus groups dem-
onstrated that opinions are often divided (statistically, this was demonstrated by the fact that there 
were no significant differences among choices within a Likert-type scale). Moreover, 78% of the 
survey participants stated that AD should consider different audiences and preferences but, at the 
same time, were sceptical as to whether this was indeed possible due to the cost of providing per-
sonalised access. Another telling response was that 86% of survey participants indicated that AD 
makes them feel more engaged with the content they are watching but during the focus groups, 
they expressed disappointment when finding out that the AD script does not have any input from 
the filmmakers.
When looking into the preferred features of AD, 59% mentioned having access to information 
that would otherwise be missed, a feature that was shown to be of particular importance for blind 
participants. When it comes to features of AD that are disliked, once more opinions were divided. 
Statements included that AD masks elements of the soundtrack and the unsatisfactory balance 
between AD and original soundtrack, both features of particular importance for blind participants.
Finally, when discussing the future of AD, 52% indicated that they wished it was more widely 
available providing them with access to a greater range of material.
The survey allowed the research team to gain further understanding on the current state of play 
of accessibility and emphasised the huge variety of preferences among visually impaired users of 
AD and, as a result, the need to embrace diversity within accessibility services through personali-
sation. Focusing on gathering opinions as to what could be changed in terms of accessibility to film 
and television allowed us to explore a range of possibilities in which the research could develop 
based on users’ preferences, in this way our practical work will be focusing on the changes that are 
more likely to address present challenges. The research team will use the data gathered to start 
work on turning a short film without any accessibility features into an accessible film that provides 
an alternative to traditional AD and takes volunteers’ feedback on board.
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